Small businesses have the potential to grow the economy, generate jobs and reduce poverty, but they face many constraints including high tax compliance costs and burdens. A comparison of the findings and recommendations made in small business tax compliance cost studies conducted in South Africa with initiatives introduced by the South African Revenue Service (SARS), substantiated by consultations with a SARS and a South African Institute of Chartered Accountants official, reveals that SARS has, in most cases, attempted to address the tax compliance burdens identified in these studies. However, SARS has only partially addressed the complexity of the tax law, the lack of software to assist small businesses with their record-keeping and the compliance burden associated with provisional tax. SARS has failed to address the need for a threshold below which no small business tax return is required to be submitted, the inclusion of tax in the school syllabus, the requirement for first-time offenders to attend courses instead of raising penalties and the need for a reduction in the rates of interest and penalties raised by SARS. These initiatives should be considered by SARS and it is recommended that further research into the success and effectiveness of all the initiatives already introduced by SARS be performed.
INTRODUCTION
Small, medium and micro enterprises (SMMEs) -hereafter referred to as small businesses -are important mechanisms for addressing the challenges of job creation, economic growth and equity in South Africa (Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), 2005:7) . Since 1994, the South African government has recognised its important role in fostering an enabling environment for the creation and growth of small businesses. (DTI, 2005:3; National Treasury, 2011:46) .
Despite this sector's importance to the economy, tax compliance requirements and high tax compliance costs have been identified as an impediment for small businesses in South Africa (Abrie & Doussy, 2006:1; FIAS, 2007; Hassan 2011:1; Retief, 2011:2; South African Revenue Service (SARS), 2009a:4; Small Business Project, 2003:1) . Thus the South African government has recognised that an important priority of theirs is to make the tax regulatory environment friendlier for the small business sector (SARS, 2008a:46; 2008b) . In 2005, the process of change in SARS commenced. The intention was that the changes would assist small businesses in their start-up phase, reduce compliance costs and administrative complexity (red-tape), and include tax education and assistance (Manuel, 2005:1) .
Despite these intentions, it appears that tax compliance costs remain regressive, placing a greater burden on smaller businesses (FIAS, 2007; Small Business Project, 2003) . SARS (2009b:4) confirms this, stating that small businesses face many barriers, including relatively high tax compliance costs as a percentage of turnover. SARS (2008b) claims to be attempting to reduce the small business tax compliance burden (the time and costs spent on complying with the tax system (Guyton et al., 2003) ). However, this is not the perception of Abrie and Doussy (2006:1) , FIAS (2007:1) , Hassan (2011:1) , Qabaka (2011:17) and Retief (2011:2) , who all argue that the tax system and its compliance requirements are a stumbling block to the growth of small businesses in South Africa.
RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY AND RESEARCH AIM
This study thus aims to establish whether or not SARS has introduced initiatives that have bearing on South African small businesses' tax compliance needs. This will assist in determining if SARS is aware of small businesses' tax compliance burdens documented in tax compliance cost studies and if it has attempted to address these burdens. This review will highlight the gaps or neglected area/s that SARS could focus its attention on in the future.
The third limitation is that no small businesses were interviewed to get their perceptions on this matter because there is no scientifically valid universe or reliable database of small businesses from which to select the desired respondents (African Response, 2006:11; FinScope, 2010:4; Statistics South Africa, 2010:vii) . Instead an interview was conducted with a SAICA official, who in his official capacity, represents tax practitioners that assist small businesses with their tax affairs. This is regarded as prudent as it has been established that between 57 and 80 per cent of small businesses use tax practitioners to assist them with their tax compliance requirements (Coolidge et al., 2009; De Clercq et al., 2006; FIAS, 2007; Tustin et al., 2005; Upstart Business Strategies, 2004; Venter & De Clercq, 2007) .
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The research followed a three-step process. The first step comprised a literature review conducted to establish the existence and nature of the tax compliance burdens faced by small businesses as documented in tax compliance cost studies. The second step consisted of a content analysis of the SARS website to determine whether any SARS initiatives could be considered to be addressing the tax compliance burdens (as established in the literature review) faced by small businesses. These initiatives were then linked to the tax compliance burdens in a tabular format. The third step involved interviews with a SARS and a SAICA official in order to confirm the completeness and validity of the findings in steps one and two.
The interview with the SARS official (Mr P Silenga, SARS Senior Specialist for Small Businesses) was conducted on 22 March 2012, in order to ascertain whether SARS included the findings and recommendations made in the tax compliance costs studies when considering initiatives for the small business sector. The interview was also conducted to establish if there were any SARS initiatives that did not appear on the SARS website that had bearing on the small business's tax compliance burdens (a completeness check) and if there were any future initiatives that SARS was considering and could divulge for the purposes of this research.
The interview with the SAICA official (Mr P. Nel, SAICA Project Director of Tax) was conducted on 27 March 2012, in order to validate the findings of the literature and the SARS website review from the perspective of tax practitioners who assist small businesses with their tax affairs. The official's insight also provided further confirmation that all the SARS initiatives that could be regarded as addressing the tax compliance burden for small businesses had been considered in the research.
Both the officials were asked to validate the findings made by the researchers as to whether or not the SARS's initiatives had attempted to address each tax compliance burden. Their opinions on the success and effectiveness of these initiatives were not asked as this is beyond the scope of this research.
This triangulation of data between the literature, the SARS website and the perspectives of the SARS and SAICA officials increases the confidence in the current study's findings as it provides an analysis of the research from multiple perspectives, thereby providing a more comprehensive view of the research problem and findings (Cooper & Schindler, 2008:185-186 ). Smulders (2006) provided the first ever overview of the research concerning tax compliance costs for small businesses in South Africa. Some years have elapsed since that study, and there has subsequently been additional research in this area. This study, therefore, updates and expands on the list of tax compliance costs studies provided by Smulders (2006) . A list of the studies documented by Smulders (2006:58-59 ) and taken into account in this study are contained in Annexure A. The subsequent studies that deal, either completely or to some extent, with the tax compliance burden or costs for small businesses in South Africa are contained in Annexure B.
FINDINGS OF STUDY

Literature review
Comparison of burdens with SARS's initiatives
Before embarking on the comparison of the tax compliance burdens found in the studies reviewed with the initiatives introduced by SARS, the question as to whether SARS considers and is influenced by tax compliance cost studies has to be addressed, because this study is meaningless if this is not the case. Mr Selinga from SARS confirmed that this is indeed the case. He also mentioned additional methodologies that SARS employs to ensure that they are aware of the tax compliance issues faced by small businesses. These include:
 interviews with heads of the various business associations (such as, inter alia, the Business Unity South Africa and the Gauteng Enterprise Propeller); interviews with the banking sector;  investigative research (for instance, obtaining information not publicly available by using forensic auditors);  modelling data that SARS already has in its possession; and  obtaining information from the small businesses themselves.
Having confirmed that SARS does indeed consider the findings and recommendations of tax compliance cost studies in their endeavours to reduce the tax compliance burden faced by small business, the findings of these studies were reviewed and the tax compliance burdens contained in each study were summarised (refer to TABLE 1). Certain of the studies (FIAS, 2008; World Bank & International Finance Corporation, 2006 to 2011) did, however, not provide a specific tax compliance burden and were, therefore, not taken into account in TABLE 1.
A concurrent content analysis of the SARS website was then performed to identify the SARS initiatives since 2001 -the year it launched its first small business initiative (National Treasury, 2001 :79) -that could be regarded as an attempt to address the small business tax compliance burdens found in the research studies. These initiatives were then linked to the burdens in TABLE 1. Comparing the burdens with the initiatives highlights the lacunae in such initiatives, indicating where SARS could consider focusing its attention in future. TABLE 1 also includes the year in which the study was published (not necessarily performed) and the year in which SARS instituted an initiative that addressed the compliance burden. This could be seen as an indication of how long SARS took to respond to the tax compliance burdens identified by the research studies. However, this can, at best, only be regarded as a rough estimate rather than an accurate measurement of SARS's response time in addressing the compliance burdens identified. There are various reasons for this. One is that some studies were published a while after the research took place, so that the burden possibly existed for longer than suggested by the publication date of the study. Furthermore, SARS could have been aware (by means of their own surveys, for instance) of the compliance burden long before the research study identified it, and could have started planning its compliance initiative/s months, or even years, before implementation. Thus, although this time period can be calculated, it should be interpreted with caution. TABLE 1 below summarises the tax compliance burdens found in the studies (column 1) and indicates the initiative/s SARS introduced that could be regarded as addressing the burden (column 2). The extent to which the compliance burden could be seen as an attempt to address (either completely, or to some extent, or not at all) the tax compliance burden is also indicated (in column 3) and the validation of these findings by the SARS and SAICA official is also specified in this last column. Source: Authors' compilation TABLE 1 makes it evident that, in most cases, SARS has responded to the tax compliance burden highlighted in the compliance study with at least one initiative or administrative reform. The areas in which SARS has neither responded nor addressed the matter at all, even partially, are the following:
 the complex language used in the tax laws (although we are aware that SARS is currently addressing this issue (SARS, 2009e:17) );
 the lack of software to assist small businesses other than those on the turnover tax system with their record-keeping for tax purposes (SARS's role here is, however, debatable); and  the calculation of the second provisional tax payment -although legislation (RSA, 2009:22) has been introduced to reduce this burden, small businesses with a taxable income of more than R1 million could be subject to discretionary penalties should their second provisional payment not be 80% accurate. This increases the compliance burden for these small businesses (BDO, 2009; Lester, 2008; Vanek, 2009) . This initiative by SARS may require further research and amendments to ensure that the compliance burden is adequately addressed.
The findings also reveal that SARS has responded to the compliance burdens within a relatively short time period (on average, between two and three years). Considering that some of these reforms required logistical changes such as improving SARS's computer systems and informing and educating the taxpayers about these changes, this is a very encouraging finding. However, as mentioned previously, this should be interpreted with caution.
Most of the studies reviewed concluded with recommendations for both SARS and the small business sector. TABLE 2 summarises the major recommendations in these studies and, where possible, links them to initiatives introduced by SARS. The table highlights areas still requiring SARS's attention and provides insight into whether or not SARS has attempted to address the needs of small business within a reasonable period of time, considering the limitations referred to above.  establishing a threshold below which small business tax returns need not be submitted;  including tax as part of the school curriculum. Although this has been implemented to a limited extent in South Africa, SARS does not introduce initiatives or give assistance (Oberholzer & Nel, 2006:117) ;  requiring first-time offenders to attend courses instead of raising penalties; and  reducing the amounts of penalties and interest raised by SARS.
It is encouraging that even areas in TABLE 2 highlighted as receiving no attention by SARS (such as first-time offenders attending courses) are being considered by SARS for future initiatives. This will further empower small businesses in South Africa to grow and develop. However, it is suggested that SARS should still consider requiring first-time offenders to attend courses rather than raise penalties. This could allow SARS to gain a first-hand understanding of the practical difficulties faced by small business owners, as the reasons for the offence could be explained by each offender in such courses. If these small business taxpayers relied on their tax practitioners for their tax affairs, this fact will be established at these courses and the extent of this occurring will thus be ascertainable and the taxpayer or SARS can consider taking further appropriate action where necessary.
Although SARS appears to be making exceptional progress in addressing the tax compliance needs of small businesses, the above initiatives are not the only ones introduced by SARS over the last 11 years. It has introduced various other initiatives, not all of which aim to reduce compliance costs, but, in some cases, could have the unintentional consequence of increasing the compliance burden and/or costs for small businesses. A few examples of these are: Declaration (EMP501), the Tax Certificate Cancellation Declaration (EMP601), the combined Employees' Tax Certificate (IRP5/IT3(a)) and an adjustment form for the previous year's PAYE declarations (EMP701) -although free software (e@syFile PAYE) to help employers complete these forms electronically offline was provided (SARS, 2009j; SARS, 2010e) ;  The requirement that employer reconciliations of employees' tax, SDL and UIF contributions be submitted twice a year rather than once a year (SARS, 2010e);  The re-instatement of employers' obligation to obtain and maintain certain employee data and to report this data as required (SARS, 2010e); and  The requirement that a company or close corporation must reconcile (on a IT14SD form) its income tax, VAT, employees' tax (PAYE/UIF/SDL) and customs declarations after the initial submission of its income tax return (IT14 form) if requested to do so by SARS (SARS, 2011c:2).
The introduction of new forms, processes and returns requires either the small business owner/employee or its tax practitioner to familiarise themselves with the changes (Freedman, 2009:174) . The time spent on this adds to the tax compliance burden of small businesses (Freedman, 2009:156) . The exact extent of the in/decrease in the tax compliance burden/cost as a result of these changes is not yet clear and requires further investigation.
In relation to the timeliness of SARS' initiatives, it appears that SARS takes, on average, between two and five years to respond to the recommendations of the studies reviewed. This is admittedly not an accurate indication of the actual time SARS takes to respond and further detailed research is required to obtain accurate information on this matter. Nevertheless it serves as a crude platform from which to evaluate SARS's efforts.
CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH
This study found that SARS has attempted to address both the tax compliance burdens identified and the recommendations made in the tax compliance cost studies reviewed. The tax compliance burdens and recommendations that have only partially been addressed are as follows:
 the complexity of the language used in the tax laws;  the lack of software to assist small businesses with their record-keeping (SARS's role in this function is, however, debatable);  the compliance burden associated with provisional tax.
The tax compliance burdens and recommendations that have not yet been addressed are:
 the establishment of a threshold below which submission of small business tax returns is not required;  the inclusion of tax in the South African school curriculum;  the requirement for first-time offenders to attend courses instead of raising penalties; and  the need for a reduction in the rates of interest and penalties raised by SARS.
It is hoped that this research will guide SARS further in its attempts to address the tax compliance burden for small businesses. It is, however, recommended that research be conducted to determine the success and effectiveness of the initiatives already introduced by SARS. This research should be conducted per initiative so as to provide valuable insights into whether the specific initiative does, in fact, alleviate the specific tax compliance burden for which it was designed. It would also highlight any areas requiring remodelling or perhaps even deletion, should the objective of the initiative no longer be met or required. It is further recommended that each new initiative introduced by SARS be thoroughly researched and evaluated before implementation to ensure that it not only achieves the intended objective but also that it does not result in an unintended compliance cost or burden for small businesses. 
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